














This	 paper	 addresses	 three	 areas.	 	 The	 first	 is	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	 context	 for	 doctoral	
education	 and	 the	 use	 of	 vivas	 across	 higher	 education	 as	 the	 assessment	 method	 for	
doctoral	 education.	 	 The	 second	 area	 is	 a	 review	 of	 the	 data	 on	 submissions	 for	 doctoral	
examination	across	a	post-92	university.	 	The	 findings	of	 the	paper	are	based	on	a	 review	
and	 analysis	 of	 data	 concerning	 submission	 for	 examination	 and	 outcomes	 from	 viva	
examination	 across	 three	 colleges	 across	 a	 two-year	 period.	 	 A	 qualitative	 analysis	 of	
anonymised	data	was	completed	 from	three	areas.	 	The	 third	part	of	 the	paper	addresses	
the	 advice	 and	 guidance	 given	 to	 candidate	 in	 preparation	 for	 the	 viva.	 This	 informs	 the	
aspiration	to	 increase	the	postgraduate	research	community	of	the	university,	 increase	the	







The	 dark	 romanticism1	 of	 the	 viva	 is	 the	 appeal	 and	 aspiration	 of	 joining	 a	 doctoral	
community	of	practice	and	the	promise	of	entry	 into	the	academy	as	a	 fully-fledged,	peer	














the	 competing	 ‘atrocity’	 stories	 of	 successfully	 completing	 the	 viva.	 	 The	 viva	 carries	 this	
Janus-faced	dialectic	of	opening	new	doors,	crossing	new	thresholds	and	providing	a	horizon	
of	 possibilities	 or	 leaving	 a	 permanent	 and	 indelible	 trace	 of	 an	 experience	 not	 to	 be	
forgotten	(Carter	&	Whittaker,	2009).	
			
Quality	 Assurance	 Agency	 (QAA,	 2015)	 provides	 a	 set	 of	 expectations	 and	 indicators	 for	
higher	research	degrees	with	research	defined	as	‘creative	work	undertaken	on	a	systematic	
basis	 in	 order	 to	 increase	 the	 stock	 of	 knowledge’	 (OECD,	 1993)	 or	 ‘a	 process	 of	
investigation	 leading	 to	 new	 insights,	 effectively	 shared’,	 through	 ‘applied	 research’	
excluding	 routine	 testing	 and	 analysis	 and	 teaching	 materials	 (www.ref.ac.uk).	 	 Hoddell	
(2002:	 62)	 states	 ‘[a]	 Professional	 Doctorates	 is	 a	 programme	 of	 advanced	 study	 and	





examiners,	 and	 any	 independent	 observer	 or	 chair	 is	 present.	 	 An	 External	 Examiner	 is	
appointed	 according	 to	 quality	 assurance	 processes	 of	 the	 University	 with	 an	 Internal	
Examiner	consonant	with	internal	processes.		Many	Universities	permit	the	supervisor	to	be	





Where	 UK	 universities	 are	 offering	 joint	 programmes	 with	 other	 European	 partners	 the	





research	 question(s)	 and	 performance	 in	 the	 oral	 examination	 is	 the	 point	 at	 which	 a	













The	 postgraduate	 landscape	 is	 ‘neglected’	 (The	 British	 Academy,	 2012)	 and	 in	 crisis,	
overlooked	and	undervalued,	muddied	with	transitions	(Wakeling	&	Hampden-Thompson,	
2013),	motivations	(HESA,	2013;	Mellors-Bourne	et	al.,	2014)	and	recruitment	and	selection	
processes	 (CRAC	 &	 Vitae,	 2014)	 determinant	 on	 funding	 (Lindley	 &	Machin,	 2013;	 NUS,	
2012)	in	an	international	field	(Clarke	&	Lund,	2014).			
	
The	 issue	 of	 funding	 for	 postgraduate	 taught	 students	 has	 come	 into	 focus	 with	 the	
announcement	of	the	Government	back	 loans	scheme	for	the	foreseeable	future	with	BIS	
(Department	of	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills)	overseeing	its	implementation.		The	needs	







thesis	 is	 surrounding	 by	 different	 agendas,	 ideologies	 and	 practices	 (Carter	 &	Whittaker,	
2009)	 and	 the	 very	 notion	 of	 ‘doctorateness’	 has	 received	 continued	 debate	 but	
unsuccessful	 resolution.	 	 Trafford	 and	 Lesham	 (2008;	 2009)	 have	 suggested	 preparing	 for	
the	viva,	at	the	start	of	achieving	a	doctorate,	is	an	integral	part	of	achieving	‘doctorateness’.		












candidates	 (QAA,	 2015).	 	 The	 question	 of	 providing	 cohesive,	 comprehensive	 and	 helpful	
learning	materials	and	support	for	candidate	preparing	for	vivas	has	triggered	the	need	to	
review	 viva	 outcomes.	 	 This	 also	 contributes	 to	 the	 monitoring	 and	 review	 of	 quality	
assurance	mechanism	on	doctoral	programmes.	
	




external	 examiners	 comments	 and	 recommendations	 to	 candidates	 that	 have	 been	
reviewed	 over	 a	 two-year	 period	 in	 a	 school	 of	 a	 Higher	 Education	 provider.	 	 The	 most	
desired	outcome	of	 the	viva	 is	a	 straight	pass	with	no	 recommendations	 from	an	unusual	
‘word-perfect’	thesis	with	the	necessary	rigour	for	doctoral	work.		Most	results	of	vivas,	fall	





The	 University	 Research	 Regulations	 state	 that	 the	 award	 of	 PhD/PD	 subject	 to	 minor	
amendments	 is	 the	Recommendation	10.2.	 	 This	 recommendation	 “should	be	used	where	
the	 requirements	 of	 the	 degree	 have	 been	 met,	 except	 that	 minor	 typographical	 and/or	




the	 format	 of	 the	 thesis	 and	 include:	 change	 title	 ;	 re-word	 abstract	 (e.g.	 to	 cover	
contribution	to	knowledge/	add	sample	size)	;	summaries	necessary	for	end	of	each	chapter;	
address	 inconsistencies	 in	 use	 of	 “I”	 and	 “We”;	 re-word	 aims	 and	objectives;	 divide	 large	








The	 combination	 of	 the	 early	 part	 of	 the	 thesis	 (title,	 abstract,	 summaries,	 aims	 and	
objectives,	 purpose,	 strength	 of	 argument	 and	 organisation)	 are	 overarching	 themes	 that	
apply	 to	 the	 production	 of	 the	 thesis.	 	 The	 critical	 literature	 review	 was	 assessed	 with	
corrective	 attention	 needed	 for:	 greater	 critical	 evaluation	 of	 selected	 aspects	 of	 the	
literature;	clarify	 lack	of	recent	papers	used	 in	the	discussion	and	include	brief	discussion/	
expand	 identified	 section,	 e.g.:	 ethics;	 limitations	 of	 study;	 short	 reflective	 section	 in	
methods	chapter;	explanation	for	choice	of	items	included	in	a	particular	table;	more	detail	
re:	 reliability	 and	 validity	 in	 methodology	 section;	 include	 details	 of	 ethical	 procedures	
followed;	clarify	decision	for	focus	on	an	identified	key	concept;	note	(but	do	not	explore)	
an	 identified	 parallel	 literature;	 clarify	 meaning	 of	 a	 particular	 approach	 (e.g.	 mixed	
methods”);	 rationale	 for	 particular	 aspect	 of	 method(s)	 /	 approach(es);	 more	 detail	 re	




exercised	 to	 control	 and	marshal	 the	material	 into	 navigable	 and	 coherent	 sections	 that	
have	a	continuity	and	consistency	of	argument.	 	The	depth	and	detail	of	 the	thesis	comes	
under	 scrutiny	 to	 include	 all	 collected	 data,	 formatting	 and	 presentation	 issues,	 stylistic	
issues,	flagging	work	forward	and	proof-reading	are	all	identified.	
	





changes	 include	 tonal	 changes	 to	 soften	 tone	 to	 minimise	 impression	 that	 candidate	 is	
dismissive	of	a	particular	approach;	re-fashion	conclusion	in	light	of	new	aims	and	objectives;	
highlight	 potential	 future	work;	 provide	 list	 of	 conferences	 attended;	 check	 references	 in	








These	comments	 fall	 into	 three	categories.	 	The	 first	are	presentation	 issues.	 	The	second	
are	process	issues	and	the	third	product	issue.		Presentation	issues	concern	the	process	of	
delivery	 of	 a	 topic	 to	 an	 audience,	 to	 inform,	 persuade	 or	 convince	 and	 compel	 on	 the	
quality	and	veracity	of	the	argument	produced.	
	
These	 presentation	 issues	 include:	 title	 change;	 reworded	 abstract;	 summaries;	
consistencies	in	presentation;	reformatting	diagrams;	minor	amendments	to	targeted	areas.		
Process	 issues	 relate	 to	 the	 conduct	of	 the	 research.	 	 These	 include:	 re-worded	aims	and	
objectives;	 brief	 descriptions	 and	 expansions;	 qualification	 of	 discussion;	 deeper	
explanations;	 softening	 tone	of	argument.	 	Product	 issues	 relate	 to	 the	satisfaction	of	 the	
needs	of	‘doctorateness’	and	a	set	of	deliverables	to	provide	solutions	to	thesis	production.		
Product	 issues	 include:	 strengthening	 arguments;	 reorganising	 discussions;	 greater	 critical	
evaluation;	 clarity;	 inclusions	 of	 data;	 adding	 appendices;	 potential	 of	 future	 work;	
contributions	to	conferences.		Although	there	are	fluid	and	debatable	boundaries	between	
presentation,	 process	 and	 product,	 the	 conceptual	 delineation	 provides	 a	 scaffold	 for	
engaging	with	the	thesis	and	revisiting	amendments.	
	
The	 award	 of	 PhD/PD	 subject	 to	 substantive	 amendments	 occurs,	 according	 to	 The	
University	research	degrees	regulations,	when	there	are	changes	that	are	more	substantial.		
The	regulations	state	substantive	amendments	“should	be	used	where	the	requirements	of	





• Re-structure	 the	 thesis	 in	 a	 series	 of	 identified	ways	 (eg.,	 to	 reflect	 the	 value	of	 a	
selected	 research	 site	 to	 the	 research,	 collect	 findings	 in	 a	 single	 section,	 review	
quantify	of	data	set	in	thesis)		
• Re-write	of	introduction	–	more	sign-posting	and	clearer	focus	for	thesis		
• Expand	 introductory	 chapter	 and	 signpost	 conceptual	 framework,	 need	 for	 study,	









• Extend	 discussion	 in	 literature	 review	 chapter	 /	 at	 times	 over-reliance	 on	 limited	

















The	majority	 of	 requirements	 and	 recommendations	 for	major	 amendments	 fall	 into	 the	
process	 category	 of	 the	 activity	 and	 conduct	 of	 the	 research.	 	 These	 are	 structuring,	
expansion,	 and	 clarity.	 	 For	 example,	 restructuring	 to	 reflect	 value	 of	 selected	 site	 of	 the	
research;	 expanding	 discussion	 on	 conceptual	 frameworks;	 need	 and	 contribution	 of	 the	




data;	 overview	 of	 comparative	 methods;	 and	 detail	 of	 process	 of	 data	 collection.	 	 The	
presentation	 issues	 are	of	 lesser	 concern	 and	 the	 inclusion	of	 diagrams	 and	 correction	of	






introductions	 and	 conclusions	 and	 the	 overall	 length.	 	 Substantive	 amendments	 demand	
more	and	sustained	work	to	satisfy	the	Examiner’s	criteria.	
	
The	 third	 category	 is	 for	 re-submission	 for	 PhD/PD.	 	 The	 University	 research	 degrees	
regulations	state	that	this	recommendation	should	be	used	in	cases	“where	the	candidate's	
performance	 in	 the	 first	 oral	 or	 approved	 alternative	 examination	 and	 /or	 the	 thesis	was	







• Significant	 re-organisation	 of	 material	 required	 throughout	 /	 restructure	 thesis/	
major	re-thinking	and	re-organisation	of	the	literature	review		






• Considerably	more	needed	by	way	of	 synthesis	of	 literature/	connections	between	
key	 identified	 literatures	 and	 between	 key	 concepts	 require	 clarification/	 clarify	
conceptual	framework		
• Relevance	of	key	 literature	for	the	research	study	needs	clarification	/	some	of	the	










• Some	methodological	matters	not	dealt	with	 in	 sufficiently	 robust	or	 sophisticated	
manner		
• Insufficient	 justification	 for,	 and	 characterisation	 of,	 choice	 of	 research	 design/	
methods/	case	studies		




• Greater	 engagement	 with	 theory	 in	 the	 analysis/	 implications	 of	 theory	 and	 data	
need	elaboration		
• Ensure	claims	follow	from	the	data		
• Strengthen	conclusions	with	greater	emphasis	given	 to	 the	original	 contribution	 to	
knowledge		




These	more	 challenging	 requirements	 and	 recommendations	 are	 focused	 on	 product	 and	
process	 issues.	 	 Product	 issues	 of	 originality;	 reorganisation;	 rewrites;	 hypothesis	
construction	and	testing;	and	length	are	required.		Process	issues	include	misinterpretations;	


























• Re-write	 (identified)	 chapters	with	 a	 clearer	 focus	 on	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 research	
study		
• Student	 to	 demonstrate	 a	 more	 comprehensive	 understanding	 of	 methods	 and	
techniques	applicable	 to	 the	 research	 /	a	more	explicit	 justification	and	critique	of	
research	design		






















focus	 on	 the	 conditions	 towards	 the	 literature	 review,	 conceptual	 framework	 and	 data	
collection	and	discussion	and	involve	process	issues	particularly	structuring,	expansion	and	
clarity.			The	third	category	of	‘resubmission’	is	characterised	by	a	fusion	of	conditions.		For	
example,	 reorganising	 material,	 restructuring	 and	 rethinking	 and	 reorganising	 literature	
review	 covers	 the	 literature	 review	 and	 presentational	 issues	 and	 contributions	 to	






issues.	 	 They	 also	 follow	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 thesis	 from	 title	 page,	 research	 question,	
abstract,	 literature	review,	ontological	questions,	epistemological	questions,	methodology,	
methods,	data	collection,	discussion,	limitations,	conclusion	and	contribution	to	knowledge.	
Further	 evidence	of	 assessments	 in	 vivas	 is	 presented	by	 external	 and	 internal	 examiners	
feedback.		These	cluster	around	the	structure	of	the	thesis.		Title	page	have	been	criticised	




to	 concisely	and	accurately	detail	 the	 content	and	advances	made	 in	 the	work.	 	 Similarly,	
abstracts	should	be	concise,	but	clear,	to	provide	the	reader	with	a	‘way	into’	the	thesis.	
	
For	 the	 literature	 review,	 Examiners	 were	 critical	 of	 a	 literature	 review	 that	 focused	 too	
heavily	on	a	limited	number	of	journals.		Significant	contributions	in	the	relevant	area	were	
not	 considered	or	 discussed	 as	 a	 result.	 	 Literature	may	be	 strong	 in	 relation	 to,	 say,	 the	
content	focus	of	the	thesis,	but	may	be	weaker	in	relation	to	the	chosen	methodology.		It	is	
important	to	address	 literature	relating	to	all	aspects	of	the	study.	 	Literature	needs	to	be	
current,	which	may	mean	some	updating	 is	necessary	as	between	the	 final	 thesis	and	the	
earlier	drafts	of	 the	 literature	review.	 	 ‘Currency’	may	be	a	particular	 issue	with	statistical	










Methodologically,	 Examiners	 wish	 to	 see	 a	 central	 theoretical	 focus	 within	 a	 clear	
conceptual	 framework	and	research	design.	 	Projects	that	 incorporate	multiple	theoretical	
concepts,	or	extraneous	philosophical	discussion,	have	been	less	well	received.	 	Examiners	
also	highlighted	 limitations	 in	methodological	 reflexivity.	 	A	sufficiently	clear	rationale	was	
not	always	given	for	the	chosen	methodology;	candidates	did	not	always	(a)	identify	positive	















transcript	 of	 an	 interview,	 perhaps	 annotated	 to	 illustrate	 the	 approach	 taken	 by	 the	
candidate	to	thematic	coding.	 	Care	needs	to	be	taken	to	ensure	that	charts	or	figures	are	
readable	 and	 clear	 e.g.	 by	 including	 percentages	 on	 columns	 and	 by	 selecting	 titles	 that	
show	how	one	chart	builds	upon	an	earlier	chart,	with	an	awareness	of	what	claims	can	be	
made	 and	 what	 cannot,	 so	 more	 detail	 on	 analysis	 that	 has	 been	 undertaken	 is	 clearly	




















public	 audience,	 with	 appropriate	 care	 taken	 in	 respect	 of	 presentation,	 layout,	 fonts,	
referencing,	 anonymisation	 of	 research	 participants	 and	 typographical	 accuracy.	 	 The	
presentation	of	the	thesis	 includes	presentational	 issues	of	typographical	and	grammatical	
errors	 -	 including	US	spellings,	 line	spacing,	over	word	 limit.	The	quality	of	 the	articulated	
argument	in	the	thesis	is	needed	to	avoid	poor	written	English	including	the	need	for	editing,	
proof-reading	 and	 sense-checking.	 	 These	 aid	 avoiding	 referencing	 errors	 (adhere	 to	 style	
guidelines	 for	 discipline)	 and	 adopting	 a	 suitable	 writing	 style	 that	 includes	 a	 critical	






Having	 discussed	 the	 contextual	 landscape	 of	 postgraduate	 education	 and	 specifically	 UK	
doctoral	 education,	 the	 review	 of	 viva	 outcomes	 has	 shed	 light	 on	 the	 reception	 and	













guidance	 provided	 on	 constructing	 the	 thesis	 during	 the	 process	 of	 instruction	 on	
professional	 doctorate	 courses	 and	 provision	 offered	 to	 PhD	 candidates.	 	 Professional	
doctorates	provide	supportive	research	workshops	cover	the	main	aspects	of	presentation,	
literature	 review,	 conceptual	 frameworks,	 methodology,	 data	 collection	 and	 analysis,	
evaluation	and	original	contribution	to	knowledge	 in	professional	practice.	 	This	evidences	
the	 ‘doctorateness’	 of	 professional	 doctorates	 and	 their	 significance	 and	 their	 parity	 and	





The	 final	 section	 of	 this	 paper	 examines	 the	 advice	 and	 guidance	 offered	 to	 doctoral	
candidates	preparing	 for	viva	examination.	 	Silverman	(2010:	397)	suggests	 the	process	of	







your	 work	 at	 conferences	 and	 dealing	 with	 questions	 and	 find	 colleagues/staff	 who	 are	
willing	to	read	parts	of	the	thesis	and	then	ask	questions.		Candidates	are	advised	to	make	a	
systematic	summary	of	the	thesis	so	you	know	the	contents	of	every	page,	talk	to	colleagues	
who	 have	 gone	 through	 their	 oral	 examination	 successfully	 and	 ask	 for	 their	 advice	 and	
make	 sure	 that	 you	 have	 read	 the	 thesis	 and	 are	 thoroughly	 familiar	 with	 it,	 immerse	
yourself	in	the	material,	particularly	with	the	whole	argument,	the	main	findings	and	major	
contribution	of	your	work.		A	simple	sentence	statement	of	the	contribution	you	are	making	
should	 reflect	 the	 title,	 summarise	 the	 argument,	 identify	 the	 original	 contribution	 to	







publisher	 why	 it	 should	 be	 published,	 what	 is	 original,	 what	 are	 the	 competitors	 in	 the	
market,	where	is	the	market,	and	who	is	the	audience.	
	
As	well	 as	 the	viva	preparation,	 there	are	 sets	of	questions	 that	 it	 is	helpful	 to	anticipate	
that	follow	the	‘normal’	structure	of	the	thesis.		Earlier	questions	are	often	used	to	enable	a	
candidate	 to	 ‘settle	 in’	 to	 the	 viva,	 to	 tell	 the	 story	 of	 the	 research,	 and	 to	 make	 clear	
opening	claims.	
	
Questions	 to	 be	 asked	 in	 the	 viva	 process	 are	 general,	 aims	 and	 research	 questions,	
literature	 review,	 theory,	 methodology,	 data	 collection	 and	 analysis	 and	 further	 work.	
General	questions	ask	of	motivation:	what	made	you	do	this	piece	of	research?	Why	did	you	
choose	this	topic?	Why	do	you	think	 it’s	 important?	Why	 is	timely	and	current?	Your	own	
position	 (professional	and	personal)	 in	 relation	to	 this	 field	and	these	research	questions?	
These	questions	have	become	increasingly	central	to	doctoral	education.			
	
Research	 aims	 and	 questions	 normally	 involve	 the	 story	 of	 the	 research,	 the	 timeline	 of	
when	it	was	conducted,	contextual	(personal,	professional,	academic)	and	the	contribution	
in	 terms	 of	 originality	 and	 novelty.	 Questions	 of	 the	 literature	 review	 usually	 ask	 ‘What	
shaped	or	guided	your	literature	review?		Why	did	it	cover	the	areas	that	it	did?		(And	not	
































The	 final	 area	 of	 discussion	 usually	 surrounds	 further	 work,	 the	 original	 contribution	 to	
knowledge,	 the	 contribution	 to	professional	 practice,	which	 aspects	of	 the	work	 could	be	




Generalise	 from	 the	 work,	 lessons	 learned	 for	 practitioners/	 policymakers/	 other	
researchers	 professional	 practice	 address	 the	 ‘so	 what’	 question	 of	 what	 are	 its	 key	
messages	and	implications	of	the	research.	
	





It	 is	 also	 recommended	 that	 the	 candidate	 can	 take	 control	 of	 the	 process	 and	 provide	






question(s)?”,	 “do	 you	 mean”	 and	 re-presenting	 questions	 to	 ensure	 clarity	 in	 what	 has	
been	asked	and	what	answer	is	to	be	given.	
	
A	 viva	 voice	 is	 both	 a	 dialogue	 with	 experts	 and	 an	 oral	 defence	 of	 the	 thesis.	 	 It	 is	 an	










to	 articulate	 them.	 Find	 out	 about	 your	 examiners,	 rehearse	with	 friends	 and	 supervisor,	
manage	stress	before	and	during	the	viva	and	know	the	abstract	and	conclusions	well.		Post-
it	 notes	 highlight	 particular	 areas	 for	 you	 to	 focus	 on	 and	 make	 quick	 reference	 to.		







needed	but	 remain	 focused	and	direct.	 	 It	 is	not	 the	 time	 to	digress.	 	Use	 the	arguments,	
ideas	 and	 examples	 you	 use	 in	 answering	 questions.	 Feels	 secure	 with	 them.	 	 Focus	 on	
linkages,	 justifications	 and	 rationales.	 	Make	 is	 clear	who	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 links	
questions,	themes,	methodology,	methods,	 fieldwork,	 findings	and	conclusions.	Be	able	to	











vivas	 and	 a	 focus	 on	 fairness,	 and	 equality	 of	 opportunity	 in	 the	 proceedings	 of	 the	 final	





the	 final	 point	 of	 the	 doctoral	 process.	 Reviewing	 the	 results	 of	 external	 examiners	
comments	 and	 preliminary	 reports	 provides	 guidance	 on	 how	 candidates	 can	 and	 should	
prepare	for	the	viva.		
		
The	 paper	 has	 discussed	 the	 University	 regulations	 for	 postgraduate	 research	 degrees	
provide	 formal	 statements	 on	 the	 award	 of	 the	 degree	 and/or	 the	 recommendations	 for	
successful	 completion.	 Mayer	 and	 Land	 (2003)	 discuss	 ‘a	 portal	 of	 understanding’	 and	
coined	the	term	‘threshold’		as	a	portal	of	learning-gain	which	passage	through	transforms	
capabilities	 in	 conceptualisation	 that	 has	 four	 characteristics,	 irreversibility,	 integrative,	
bounded	and	troublesome.		Firstly,	irreversibility	since	new	perceptions	and	understandings	
cannot	 be	 unlearned.	 	 Secondly,	 thresholds	 are	 integrative	 since	 interrelationships	
previously	 not	 anticipated	become	 clear,	 comprehensible	 and	potentially	 usable.	 	 Thirdly,	
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